dissertation and translation: those 'bog poems' were published in a literary journal, now defunct, called Origini. It was at that time, and mainly because of the translations, that Heaney and I began exchanging letters and messages. The first letter was dated 15 September, 1989 . Heaney appreciated the journal I sent him, and was honoured despite his (as he put it) minute knowledge of Italian. Having a look now at all the papers we exchanged, I realise that more than 25 years have elapsed, and that a folder has been filled with letters, cards, postcards, faxes, slim pamphlets, manuscripts, and greetings cards for Christmas (usually with a fragment of a poem, a quotation, or a phrase).
I remember I was particularly moved by a 1997 pamphlet called 'Would They Had
Stayed' which included a poem dedicated to three great poets from Scotland that I knew well:
Norman MacCaig, Sorley Maclean and George Mackay Brown. All three poets died in 1996.
For Heaney, like for everybody interested in contemporary Scottish literature, this was a great loss. His indebtedness to the XX-century Scottish poetry was evident from the very beginning of his poetic career. Heaney himself pointed to the early influences he felt were shaping him, particularly in reference to Hugh MacDiarmid, MacCaig and, perhaps a bit unexpectedly, the late Medieval poet Robert Henryson and the two Gaelic poets Sorley Maclean and Iain Crichton Smith. It is his concern with those poets, especially in the light of his own critical accounts and poetic practice, that I would like to investigate in this brief essay.
I remember that in 1993, after translating several of Norman MacCaig's poems, I had a chat with Heaney in Bologna. It was after he had launched the Italian translation of his volume Station Island. The poet admitted that he and Norman were close friends, and asked me to keep him informed of my work on MacCaig. In one of his letters, dated 6th February 1995, Heaney wrote: 'I would love to be connected with this enterprise. Norman is a dear friend and I have always wanted to do some salute to him. Never somehow managed it.
Anyhow, we'll keep in touch'. Sometime later, he agreed to write an introduction to the book entitled L'equilibrista, which included thirty Norman MacCaig poems I had translated as well as a preface by Valerie Gillies and my interview with the poet. The introduction, which contains important references and clues to understanding Heaney's early fascinations and influences, was later re-published, first in the Irish Times after MacCaig's death (in 1996) continuum of wiliness and sensuousness. The minimal and the dotty ->>A hen stares at nothing with one eye, / Then picks it up<< -transposed into a metaphysical key'. In the next paragraph he adds: 'He was a great fisherman, a master of the cast, of the line that is a lure.
And the angler's art -the art of coming in at an angle -is there in his poetry too. He could always get a rise out of the subject. He made it jump beyond itself' (MacCaig, 1995) .
One of his images seems particularly relevant to me. Heaney's use of the fisherman's line under the surface of the water hints at the obliqueness of his own technique of in-depth excavation, when it becomes a tool to probe hidden and internal feelings and dreams, either hauled up from the unconscious or taken from history. And history, for Heaney, often means the history of a language or languages, even those lost and forgotten. This is the strategy that he shared with MacCaig, bridging Irish and Scottish traumas and desires. As he himself put it in his essay: 'One day at a party in Edinburgh, in a room full of smoke and music and flirtation, Norman took me into a corner and began to whistle a totally bewitching air. It was a fragment of pibroch, a few orphaned phrases as piercing as curlew-call, but it was also a melody of the soul's loneliness, a tune that was like a piece of secret knowledge… The filament of sound that unspooled from his lips that day was an Ariadne's thread leading in to the heart of the Scottish Gaelic maze: in there, at the outback of modernity and English, there dwells the foetal shape of defeat and dispersal, language loss and trauma' (MacCaig 1995: 12-13 ).
When L'equilibrista was finally published in 1995, Heaney, despite a bad cold, wanted to fly to Edinburgh and launch the book together with MacCaig and Valerie Gillies.
MacCaig was very frail and unstable due to illness, yet he enjoyed the reading and cherished his friends. Earlier, Heaney had asked me not to show his introduction to MacCaig.
Understandably, on the day of the launch, the Scottish poet was deeply moved. I sensed that Seamus was probably thinking that it was the last time he would enjoy Norman's company.
I imagine that Heaney's admiration for Norman MacCaig's poetry was mostly determined by Norman's accurate descriptions of the deceitful nature of language when describing the world, but also by the conflict between the English language and the Scottish landscape or, worse, between the English language and the native languages of Scotland, Scots and Gaelic in particular, a problem he could easily link to a similar situation in contemporary Ireland.
Unable to enter the final secret of a landscape which suffers the naming imposed by a colonising language, MacCaig's response to the original native way of talking and naming shows his strong sense of dislocation and regret. So, in the attempt to subdue 'the experience to the language, the exotic life to the imported tongue' (Maxwell 1965: 82- (Fazzini, 2005) , a piece of writing that had to pass through a series of seemingly unending corrections and drafts. These common friends were very much talked about when we met, be it in St Andrews, Milan, or Mantua. I remember that in one of our meetings, in Dublin in 2008, while we were sipping coffee in his large home kitchen next to the Strand, Seamus and I commented on the demonstrations we participated in the day before at Tara, where he gave a short speech and read a few poems. In those days, trying to support a demonstration for Tara and save that archaeological site from the construction of a devastating highway seemed an appropriate stand on Heaney's side, especially if it might help the survival of a place which had served as Ireland's political and spiritual capital up until the arrival of the Normans. In fact, as the recognized seat of the kings of Ireland until the sixth century, and a key place in Neolithic times, Tara attracted Paul Muldoon and Seamus Heaney in a reunion of intents, despite Heaney himself confessed to me to having been somewhat exploited by some newspapers articles and journalists. Yet, Tara on that very day traced the thread of our conversation.
In that afternoon we talked of the English archaeological remains of Offa's period which Heaney appreciated through the partly autobiographical and partly historical reconstruction in Geoffrey Hill's Mercian Hymns -Heaney himself wrote that 'Offa's story makes contemporary landscape and experience live in the rich shadows of a tradition' (Heaney, 1980a: 160) ; of the bushmen rock paintings he visited when, after visiting NELM and reading and lecturing at Rhodes University (Grahamstown, South Africa) he was accompanied by our common friends, the South African poets Don Maclennan and Dan Wylie, on a special tour to a famous archaeological site -Maclennan himself, in his Rock Paintings at Salem, later wrote: 'My companions / photograph the paintings. / I envisage shiny prints / they'll show to relatives back home. / But how can we enter / this other world / of blood-red figures freed / by healing acts / of which we're ignorant, / by hands on back and chest / that redirect or free / the boiling energy? / Dreaming and waking / intermingle here confusedly.' (Maclennan, 2001: 5) ; of the other major figure in the South African poetic field, Douglas Livingstone -also of Scottish origins -whom I had known well and whose work I had translated for various publications, a man who devoted his career to recover, thanks to his investigations constructed on water and bush images, the pre-colonial civilization of a forgotten land, when rock art had meant the interlacing of the animal and the human worlds in a natural pre-verbal language of a sort. As Livingstone wrote in his 'Rock Art': 'Times were pitiless, rough. / The code has not changed much. // The series ends with the / beast trampling with its knees / tribesmen in the throes of / worshipping this new god.' (Livingstone 1978: 16) Livingstone's image is particularly apt because Heaney himself talks of a 'pre-verbal register' of the poetic language when referring to MacDiarmid, one of his favourite Olympians. Heaney's attention to and involvement in my translation of MacDiarmid's long poem 'On a Raised Beach' (MacDiarmid, 2000: 6-9) was probably suggested by my effort to reproduce that 'pre-verbal register' in Italian. As Heaney himself admitted, MacDiarmid had fascinated him since the very beginning of his poetic career and he considered the Whalsay poet 'a far-out blethering genius'. In his celebrated essay 'A Torchlight Procession of One', the Irish poet paid further compliments and described MacDiarmid as the writer who 'prepared the ground for a Scottish literature that would be self-critical and experimental in relation to its own inherited forms and idioms, but one that would also be stimulated by developments elsewhere in world literature' (Heaney, 2002: 294) . Many details included in Heaney's poem refer to events, ideas and achievements of some eighty years before when MacDiarmid, aged 41, composed one of the deepest and most stimulating poetic meditations of the last century, 'On a Raised Beach'. Laid low by a psychological and physical distress, MacDiarmid arrived in Whalsay, Shetlands, hoping to regain energies and the will to write. His stay in Whalsay has in itself something of an act of self-preservation; Heaney speaks of MacDiarmid's survival that 'had to do with his getting down to the bedrock of his own resources, a bedrock which was reinforced at the time by contact with the stoical fishermen of the Shetland Islands and his at-homeness in the bleakness of the actual geological conditions' (Heaney, 2002: 305) . Thanks to the friendship of Thomas Robertson, the Scottish poet learnt about the glaciation of the islands, the formation of rocks in that part of the world, and the West Linga raised beaches. The story that he spent three days on a beach without food, sleeping in a cave, has the air of myth about it.
It's more likely that from his cottage in Sodom he enjoyed the view of the Linga Sound and beyond, and of the island's raised beach.
Despite being remote from us in time and place, 'On a Raised Beach' wins the contemporary reader with its steady yet thrilling voice. In the poem, MacDiarmid used his newly created 'synthetic English' and managed to reemphasize the focus of Scottish literature.
The long poem, a complex philosophical and poetical vision, is truly unique in its slowly unravelling argument of the precarious balance of the attentive mind and the opaque matter, pushing the reader into unknown areas of conjecture and insight with an intoxicating mix of linguistic fantasies. The poet's investigation is vertical: the ambition is to go as deep as possible into the essence of the physical world, to the very haecceitas of the stones. This is done mainly through the experimental language which reveals its numerous etymological strata and tries to preserve its oral origins or, as Heaney has it, a 'phonetic patterning which preceded speech and authenticated it, a kind of pre-verbal register to which the poetic voice had to be tuned' (Heaney, 2002: 301) . Incidentally, Heaney is not unanimous in his final evaluation of the long poem. On one hand, he speaks of a 'fine excess' and 'unique multitudinous accuracy and psychedelic richness'; on the other hand, such poems as 'On a Raised Beach' totter 'close to self-parody and only get by through the huge appetite their author displays for matching the multiplicity of the phenomena with a correspondingly cornucopic vocabulary' (Heaney, 2002: 308) . Marco Fazzini and Douglas Reid Skinner) 
(Translated from Italian by

